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Abstract 
The paper investigates the formalisation social accountability relations in the non-governmental organisation (henceforth, NGO). 
The accountability can be extended outside traditional reporting into forms of actions including conversation, behavioural 
explanations and reasonable conduct. The theoretical contribution highlights the social “closeness” through “veil of ignorance”, 
which empirically investigated through a case study of MERCY Malaysia, an international medical relief NGO. Thus, the paper 
provides an understanding of accountability relations, which involves the use of annual and performance reports in negotiating 
physical access into relief sites. The social “closeness” consists of moral imperatives and trustworthiness of individual in engaging 
in volunteering work.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of GLTR International Sdn. Berhad. 
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1. Introduction  
Social accountability has been continuously discussed and becoming important issues especially in the non-
governmental organisations (NGO, henceforth) setting. Unerman and O’Dwyer (2006) identify a need to focus on 
‘social’ accountability mechanisms of NGOs and the functions of accounting in discharging accountability. For 
general understanding, Gray et al., (1987) clarifies “accountability” as the obligation, requirement or responsibility to 
provide an account (not necessarily a financial account) or recognising the actions for which, one is held responsible. 
According to Schweiker (1993), accountability involves giving an account as a basis for understanding moral 
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dimensions in everyday life, which questions the existence of moral agents and their ability to understand the meaning 
of something and communicate it to others as a form of giving an account through moral identity. 
By referring to this perspective, the paper delineates the work by Munro (1996) reminds us that accountability can 
be extended outside the traditional form of reporting, which includes conventional separation of thoughts and actions. 
He expands the accountability approach of account-giving by including conversation, behavioural explanations and 
reasons for conduct, which can be translated into one’s actions.  Thus, applying Munro’s theoretical position, an NGO 
is accountable to the “stakeholders” (mainly their beneficiaries and donors) in discharging its social accountability 
through actions and accounts. 
The aim of the paper is to investigate the formalisation of the social accountability within the social community 
relationship (between accountor and accounteee) in the NGO setting. This element is essential in dealing with the 
NGO, which emphasised more on the volunteering work in delivering their action to “giving-an-account”. For this 
reason, the paper extends Gray et al., (1996) accountability framework by scrutinising the social relationship within 
the “closeness” society. 
As a starting point, the paper begins with an explanation about constructing accountability relations in NGOs, in 
particular within the case study of MERCY Malaysia.  The paper then proceeds to the case study of the MERCY by 
highlighting the research methodology and methods, and analysis. The final section of the paper summarises the 
findings and offers some brief discussion and conclusions. 
2. NGO accountability and moral values  
The research related to NGO added complexity through questions surrounding emergent relationship between 
NGOs, corporations, the state and civil society (Bendell, 2000; Edwards and Fowler, 2002). The NGO accountability 
related to civil society is lack of research based on the size of the NGO and the demand (Gray, Bebbington, and 
Collison, 2006). The existence of NGOs political influence at a global and local level  opens a wide space for “political 
bargaining” in which NGOs are seen to negotiate with concern to legitimacy, transparency and transnationalism 
(Princen and Finger, 1994, pp. 34-38). In engaging the NGO with international collaboration, the participation of the 
NGO arguably enhances the ability of states to regulate through the treaty process and the changes in substance, 
participants and process may alter the state of power in the international setting (Raustiala, 1997).  
Within this setting, accountability rules and regulations stipulate the actions of international members. Generally, 
NGOs engaging in international networking will submit documents and information verifying membership, purpose 
and location and the applicants - i.e. NGOs - have to comply with the exact rules or processes in obtaining an 
accreditation, being the first phase for NGO participation (Raustiala, 1997). In this sense, research on NGO 
accountability challenges an accountant's position within the context of society and what constitutes appropriate 
reporting performance of an accounting ‘entity’ (Lehman, 1999, 2001, 2005).  
To understand the organisation for not profit motive, NGO, is narrowly defined through civil society where Rawls 
(1971, emphasis on the original) cited in Lehman (1995, 1999) developed understanding of “closeness in the society” 
by adapting the ‘veil of ignorance’ element. This is drawn from Lehman (1999), who takes the position to extend 
accountability through the lens of communitarianism due to the liberal democratic accountability fails to address the 
social causes of the environmental crisis. Therefore, through articulation of symbolic meaning, the social reports can 
be denoted as a control mechanism, where NGO presents annual reports to signify their actions (Ospina, Diaz, and 
O'Sullivan, 2002). 
3. Theoretical framework  
The paper recognises the theoretical foundation developed by Gray et al., (1996) on the accountability framework. 
For the purpose in articulating the formalisation of social accountability between the “accountor” and “accountee”, 
hence, the paper has to extend the social relationship elements between the two parties that is presented in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1: Accountability Framework (developed from Gray, et al., 1991, 1996) 
Sources adapted from Gray et al., (1996, p. 39) 
Gray et al. (1996) mention about the relational relationship that might exist within the social context.  The social 
contract that exists between the “accountor” and “accountee” can be legal or non-legal; moral or natural contracts 
through rights of the parties that connected within the relationship. The relationships within these parties “are governed 
by ruling ethics, values and principles of society” (Gray et al., 1996, p. 39). Taking this understanding, the paper 
provides an extensive extension on the theoretical framework and analyses it within the empirical background, which 
is deliberated in the case findings section.    
By undertaking an extensive literature review, the moral values can be classified into three categories that are 
individual professionalism, trustworthiness and self-satisfaction (Fry, 1995; Gray, Dey, Owen, Evans, and Zadek, 
1997; Gray et al., 1996; Schweiker, 1993). In a similar vein, individual professionalism can be seen from the 
perspective of their ethical values and code of conduct of an individual and their response to certain condition (see, 
for example, Ashton and Ashton, 1995). According to Shearer (2002), the ethically neutral disciplined is required in 
the “giving an accounts” by which individuals are answerable through moral responsibility. This is supported by other 
few scholars, which seen “accountability” as part of discharging moral responsibility within the community that they 
engaged in (Norton, 1998; Raar, 2009; Shearer, 2002). 
The second element in moral values is trustworthiness. In addition, Jones (1995) supports an intrinsic relationship 
with stakeholders based on mutual trust and moral values. These criteria plays an important role in bridging the good 
moral values of oneself in leading towards a good lean society and moral practices (Abdul Rahman and Goddard, 
1998; Alexander, 2007; Jones, 1995). Another aspect being discussed pertaining to inner “self”, is the empathy, which 
indicate the preferential treatment that leads to the fairness in the social actions (Blader and Rothman, 2014).  
Third, the self-satisfaction of oneself is essential in understanding the fulfilment of the individual in undertaking 
their role within the social context (Lehman, 2013; Lovibond, 2004). The individual level of analysis is essential in 
understanding individual as self-contained and emphasised the role of contextual behaviour (Gelfand, Lim, and Raver, 
2004). This is important variant in assessing the felt responsibility to standards that are internally imposed within the 
NGO (Fry, 1995) and individual conflicts, given that accountability is negotiated through socially less cognition 
(Gelfand et al., 2004). With this, the paper attempt to investigate the structural alignment of relational accountability 
that may exists within the formal systems of NGO and the individual actions within this arena.  
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Besides the moral values element, the other criteria that is essential for understanding moral values are networking 
(Bach and Stark, 2004; Ferris and Haskins, 1988; Raar, 2007); social obligation/actions (Lovibond, 2004; Parker, 
Ferris, and Otley, 1989) and negotiation/ discussions (Fisher, 1998; Fry, 1995). These elements leads to the 
preferential treatment in deliberating fairness within the social society (Blader and Rothman, 2014) and provide a 
huge-considerations in understanding the dynamic context pertaining to multiple, independent parties, which the 
issues on responsibility, accountability and justice can all converge (Blader and Rothman, 2014; Ebrahim, 2003, 2005; 
Gray, 1992, 2006; Gray et al., 2006). The next section proceeds on explaining the research methodological stances 
and empirical evidence from the case study. 
4. Research methodology  
This study is motivated by an ambition to increase understanding of the emergence and impact of accountability 
mechanisms in a non-governmental organisation specifically related to humanitarian assistance and medical relief 
missions. MERCY was chosen for conducting successful missions in many disaster, crisis or non-crisis places around 
the world. The main case study research centred on interviews, documentation review and observation conducted 
between December and June 2010, timing allowing the researcher time to discern the organisational patterns, 
responses to a number of disaster situations and any changes taking place in MERCY.  
The structure for the research investigation was designed around seven (7) in-depth interviews conducted with the 
individuals responsible for preparing the organisation’s social “disclosure”. The interviewees were comprised of two 
(2) Honorary Members, three (3) Heads of Departments and two (2) Senior Officers. The interviews provided an 
opportunity to explore a number of themes, although the main focus was to explore social disclosures practices and 
interpreting accountability relations towards social obligations and disclosures. Requests for access to review 
documentation were centered on documentation reflecting preparation, planning and decision making processes in 
MERCY, which is presented in Table 1. 
           Table 1: Examples of documentation made available from MERCY for review 
Examples of documentation reviewed 
x Annual reports and progress reports 
x Performance and completed projects reports 
x Bulletins  
x Pamphlets 
x Newsletter  
x Press releases 
x Beneficiaries’ acknowledgement letters  
x Donors’ agreeable donation acknowledgement letter  
x Auditors report from HAP Auditors 
x Memorandum of Understandings (MOU) 
x Financial statements at the local newspapers 
x Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP) 
procedures 
x International Code for Humanitarian Workers 
including Code of Conduct  
x Information at the MERCY Malaysia websites 
x Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP) 
framework 
x Approved meeting agenda with HAP 
The subsequent analysis of case evidence was conducted with the help of Nvivo8 software and manually coding to 
identify patterns, in-depth insights and irregularities of evidence gathered from the transcriptions, documents reviewed 
and field notes (O'Dwyer, 2008). The case study ended with a series of follow up interviews conducted with 
MERCY’S Heads of Departments to obtain further clarification on interpretation of particular issues and observe any 
changes in their organisational strategies including their missions, core values and strategic planning.  The findings 
and analysis of the case study are detailed in the following section. 
5. Case findings 
The data analysis is cautiously undertaken in providing in-depth insights about the case. The themes evolved 
naturally from the data, which provide a platform for understanding the social context within the NGO humanitarian 
relief setting.  
The paper introduced the importance of “closeness”, which can be deliberated from the documentary review and 
fieldwork interview data. From the evolved themes, I contemplate a few essential elements that can be considered 
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within the social accountability relation in the social community, which emphasises on the moral values, networking, 
social obligations and negotiation. However, within the respect of the moral values, the finding reveals there are three 
elements, which constitute the moral values position that are professionalism, self-satisfaction and trustworthiness. 
The brief details of the findings can be seen in the Table 2 that summarises the actions taken by the stakeholders 
(namely “accountor” and “accountee”). 
The findings reveals that the closeness within the two parties is attained through the recognition of the individual 
action in retaining themselves in the good society through common senses or shared moral values (Gelfand et al., 
2004). The themes evolved from the data emphasis that the element of individual of “self” and collective collaboration 
within the NGO and international counterparts are an essential elements that determine the success and failure of a 
humanitarian mission. The individual level is not only dependent on the moral imperatives position, but also can be 
scrutinised as individual professionalism, self-satisfaction and trustworthiness between the related parties that engaged 
in the humanitarian mission.  
The other aspects that need to be considered in answering the formalisation of social relationship (between 
accountor and accounteee) within the social community are networking, social obligations and negotiation. These 
elements is essential in elucidating fairness within the NGO social community (Blader and Rothman, 2014) and 
elaborating the contextualised social relations exist within the multiple, independent parties related to the 
responsibility, accountability and social justice issues (Blader and Rothman, 2014; Ebrahim, 2003, 2005; Gray, 1992, 
2006; Gray et al., 2006), which is delineated based on the themes evolved in Table 2. 
Table 2: The themes evolved from the data analysis, which is taken from interview 





















































Professionalism x Adhere to the code of conduct for MERCY and medical professional code of 
ethics in undertaking the humanitarian aid. 
Self-
satisfaction  
x Shared moral values through professional actions, belief, and self-interest in 
providing humanitarian relief. 
 Consensus among the NGO staff and volunteers 
 Understand code of ethics and ethical conduct  
 Professional beliefs based on daily routine/profession. 
x Most volunteers (medical and non- medical) have the same belief to assist 
people in the disaster area or in deprived condition. 
x Self-satisfaction in assisting people regardless of their religion, ethnicity, 
races and minority groups – assist people in deprived situation. 
x Individual sense of moral values – human behaviour. This is very 
important to overcome unpredictable condition/people 
 Human behaviour – through own moral values to help people. 
 High self-moral positioning  
 Passion to help people 
 High spirit. 
 High level of emotional stability especially during the deployment. 
 High motivation and self-resilient 
Trustworthiness x The NGO, volunteers and volunteers in the field have to have a strong trust 
between the teammates.  
x The volunteers must have a high level of trust between their deployment team 
and the international counterpart so as to decide on a mutual degree of 
agreement between the related parties. 
x High tolerance level and trustworthiness is essential in ensuring that the 
donations are spent in a wiser manner and providing good necessities to the 
people in the needs. 
Networking  x Teambuilding 
 Strong commitment of volunteering group during emergency relief. 
 Undertake the volunteers training session before the mission, so that 
can connect together in the mission and understand the procedure. 
x Networking  
 Member of HAP, need to fulfil with the requirements provided by 
HAP. 













 Strong affiliation with the Red Cross Crescent and other international 
NGOs. 
 MERCY is well-known for its humanitarian work and easy 
networking/engagement with other NGOs  
Social 
obligations 
 x Provide the social activities and programmes related to the creating 
awareness, educate people in the society 
x Deploy humanitarian aid volunteers to the disaster area  
x Undertake emergency relief assessment before the considering the 
deployment of humanitarian aid to the disaster relief area. 
Negotiation  x Negotiation/discussion on physical access in the relief mission. 
 Collaboration with Red Crescent in negotiating access to Sri Lanka 
 Collaborate with Islamic Relief UK in negotiating access to Gaza in 
the year 2009. And, this negotiation is still continuing until now.   
By undertaking an extensive data analysing from the case, the findings reveals that the social accountability 
relationships are constructed within the relational social contract between “accountor” and “accountee”. With 
reference to the literature argument within the “closeness” stances, the paper extends the relational accountability 
position in Gray (1996) framework by providing in-depth elements within the NGO setting. The social relational 
accountability can be represented from the diagram in Figure 2 below.  
 
 
Figure 2: Social relational accountability through “closeness’, which is developed from the case findings 
 
The circle shape represents the boundaries of relational accountability between “accountor” and “accountee”. From 
the theoretical discussion, I found that the important things in the social “closeness” revolve within the moral values 
and obligations between an individual to another in agreeing into a communal shared values through “veil of 
ignorance”.  
From the diagram, the triangle shape represents the moral values, which is embedded in the “self” (Jones, 1995). 
Based on the literature review, I classified moral values into three fundamental elements comprises of ethical 
professionalism, self-satisfaction and trustworthiness. The elements are represented in the three fragment of the 
triangle shape in the middle of the circle.  
6. Conclusion 
Munro (1996) extends accountability beyond the traditional accounts to behavioural reasons for conduct and 
actions. For the disaster relief NGO, their rapid action is seen to be imperative in providing immediate humanitarian 
assistance and medical relief to the vulnerable people. In this respect, questioning who NGOs are accountable to and 
labelling their form of action offers valuable insights on the scope of social accountability. In this empirical case study, 
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the values shared between MERCY and their stakeholders including their counterparts, beneficiaries and donors, can 
be reflected through their mutual agreement on their engagement, standard compliance and coalition relationship. I 
draw on Rawls (1971, 1993, 1999) to conclude that the shared values of one’s “original position” and beliefs can help 
to facilitate an initial “social” contract between individuals. Plural rationalities for action, shared by individuals, can 
be achieved through a basic sense of justice in achieving moral commitments and effective social cooperation. In this 
respect, adopting social accountability provides delineation on moral values in the society and addresses social 
engagement of MERCY’s stakeholders particularly in the rapid relief mission. Thus, this paper provides a new 
spectrum in understanding social accountability relations within the individual position, which relates to close 
community within the NGO.  
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